The Unlimited Potential of Storytelling as a Tool for Health Promotion Sara S. Johnson, PhD 1 I n a TED talk now viewed more than 37 million times, 1 Brene Brown shares a great story about a talk she had been invited to do. The talk's planner told her that in the materials publicizing the talk, she did not want to refer to Brown as a researcher for fear that people would assume Brown was ''boring and irrelevant.'' But the academician in Brown hesitated when the organizer suggested that she describe Brown as a ''storyteller.'' Ultimately, Brown concluded that ''maybe stories are just data with a soul.'' I first heard that expression while listening to Carmine Gallo's book Talk Like Ted, 2 in which he dedicates an entire chapter to storytellingidentifying it as a critical ingredient to the most impactful presentations ever given on the TED stage. It struck me immediately that, given our commitment to evidence-based best practices, the field of health promotion may not be infusing enough soul into our data. Whether we are making the case for the need for health promotion, designing compelling programs and interventions, or, as Dr. Jessica Grossmeier illustrated so beautifully in the Opening Commentary, sharing the outcomes of the programs, hopefully this issue of The Art of Health Promotion has convinced you that stories have the potential to trigger emotional responses and brain regions that make experiences ''sticky,'' immersing and inspiring the listener and, in turn, driving memory and motivation. 3 In fact, stories are a key element of Chip and Dan Heath's SUCCESs Model in Made to Stick. 4 The Heath brothers explain that stories prompt action via simulating what to do and inspiring the reader with the motivation to do it. They also remind storytellers to keep the idea concrete and credible while violating the listener's expectations by infusing the unexpected and triggering an emotional connection.
As you've seen unfold on the pages of this issue, storytelling is indeed an effective mechanism for persuading and moving audiences.
But there are other applications of storytelling that have a great deal of potential for our field. As McCann et al allude to, the internalized story each person creates about himself or herself forms a person's narrative identity or personal myth. 5 The central themes of people's stories have a tendency to fall into 2 categories-redemptive stories that transition from bad to good or contamination stories, 5, 6 in which lives transition from good to bad. It turns out that these narrative identities are fairly powerful. Those with more redemption stories tend to be more generative-contributing more to society and future generations-and to rate their lives as more meaningful. 5, 6 The good news is that studies 7 have shown that making edits to our personal narratives can influence our behavior. In fact, ongoing research is exploring how narrative medicine can assist health-care providers process their experiences in the hopes of increasing empathy, resilience, and a more patientcentered care culture. 8, 9 Stories can also be a vehicle for connection, breaking down barriers and helping us empathize, 3, 10 as was underscored by Elena Valentine's description of the This is Me campaign at Barclays. Given that life expectancy for Americans decreased again this year 11 due in part to the continued increases in suicide and opioid overdoses, there has never been a more compelling need for people to feel heard, connected, and supported.
Among the best examples of creating connection through story is StoryCorps. 12, 13 Their mission as an independently funded 501(c)(3) is ''to preserve and share humanity's stories in order to build connections between people and create a more just and compassionate world'' in an effort to ''remind one another of our shared humanity, to strengthen and build the connections between people, to teach the value of listening, and to weave into the fabric of our culture the understanding that everyone's story matters.'' 14 StoryCorps began in 2003 with a booth in Grand Central Station and has evolved into an app with more than a million downloads. 14, 15 Although the purpose is, at least in part, to help transform the interviewee and interviewer's lives and increase their connection, 15 a recent survey indicates that 88% of StoryCorps listeners strongly agree that it makes them feel connected to people of different backgrounds. 16 In his TED talk about StoryCorps, 15 David Isay, the founder, encouraged the audience to seek out the stories of those in hospitals, prisons, homeless shelters, and retirement homes in an effort to honor the people least heard in our society. He exhorted his audience to, ''Ask who they are, what they have learned, and how they want to be remembered.'' It seems that these would be great questions for everyone. As Jimmy Neil Smith, the director of the International Storytelling Center, once said, ''We are all storytellers. We all live in a network of stories. There isn't a stronger connection between people than storytelling.'' 13 Storytelling Resources
